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Twenty-eight years after exiled Chilean Gen. Carlos Prats and his wife Sofia Cuthbert were
assassinated in Argentina, a Chilean judge has indicted five former members of the Direccion de
Inteligencia Nacional (DINA), the Chilean secret police that operated during the dictatorship of Gen.
Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990). Gen. Prats was Army commander in chief under President Salvador
Allende (1970-1973) but was replaced by Pinochet in August 1973.
Less than a month later, Pinochet led the coup against Allende. Prats and his wife then went into
exile in Argentina; they were killed when a bomb planted in their car exploded in a Buenos Aires
suburb on Sept. 30, 1974. The Chilean courts opened the investigation in December 2002, and the
Santiago Appeals Court assigned the case to Special Investigating Judge Alejandro Solis in January.
On Feb. 26, Judge Solis indicted retired Gen. Manuel Contreras Sepulveda, former head of the
DINA; his second-in- command, retired Brig. Gen. Pedro Espinoza Bravo; retired Brig. Gen. Jose
Zara Holger and retired Gen. Raul Eduardo Iturriaga Neumann; and the latter's brother Jorge
Enrique Iturriaga Neumann, a former civilian agent of the DINA. Four of the five men were indicted
for aggravated double homicide; the fifth, Zara Holger, will be tried as an accomplice. Contreras and
Espinoza were also indicted for heading an illicit criminal association, while the other three were
charged with being members of the group. All have denied the charges.
Judge Solis denied bail for Contreras and Espinoza, saying they were "a danger to society." All the
men except Jorge Iturriaga are already serving sentences for other crimes. Contreras and Espinoza
were both sentenced in 1993 for their participation in the September 1976 murder of former Chilean
diplomat Orlando Letelier and his US assistant Ronni Moffitt in Washington, DC (see NotiSur,
1992-11-17, 1993-11- 19, 1995-06-02, 1995-10-27). They received seven- and six- year sentences,
respectively. Under Pinochet, Contreras created the DINA, the agency responsible for the majority
of the 3,000 deaths and disappearances during the dictatorship.
Contreras also was a key player in creating Operation Condor, by which Southern Cone military
cooperated to track and kill suspected leftists in each other's countries (see NotiSur, 1998-10-30,
2000-07- 07). The killing of Prats and his wife was allegedly the first assassination by the dictatorship
outside Chile. Contreras blames the CIA for plotting the murder of Prats. His lawyer Carlos Manns
said he will ask the judge to summon former CIA agents to testify.
Previously classified US documents released during the administration of US President Bill Clinton
show extensive US involvement in the events that preceded the coup as well as complicity in
Operation Condor. In late February, US Secretary of State Colin Powell acknowledged the US role in
Chile.
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In an interview on the US Black Entertainment Television (BET) network, Powell was questioned
about US plans to attack Iraq, and the interviewer cited the Chilean coup as an example of US
intervention that went against the wishes of the local population. "With respect to your earlier
comments about Chile in the 1970s and what happened with Mr. Allende, it is not a part of
American history that we're proud of," Powell answered.
Newspapers in Chile said the comments were the first time the US government had conceded a
role in the coup. Other suspects in the Prats case include US citizen and ex-DINA agent Michael
Townley, who has admitted planting the bomb that blew up the Prats' car (see NotiSur, 1995-06-02),
his ex-wife Mariana Callejas, and civilian Armando Fernandez Larios. Townley is living in the
US under the Federal Witness Protection Program as part of the deal he made for naming his co-
conspirators in the Letelier murder. Hernan Quezada, lawyer for the Prats family, said he hoped that
"eventually other members of the DINA would have to answer to the Chilean justice system."
Argentine judge credited with pursuing case
"We were convinced that the DINA was responsible for the double assassination, and we were able
to prove that in Argentina," said Sofia Prats, daughter of the murdered couple. The case was first
opened in Buenos Aires in 1989 by Judge Maria Servini de Cubria.
In October 2000, Servini ruled that the murders of Prats and Cuthbert were "crimes against
humanity," to which no statute of limitations or amnesty applied. Servini's ruling said that the
state apparatus was used "in pursuit of criminal ends unfitting in a state of law, with the aim
of persecuting, as a systematic policy, citizens who were denied any protection" and that the
perpetrators' designs were carried out "outside the national territory."
In 1992, the Prats family asked the Chilean courts to pursue the case, but the request was denied
because an investigation was underway in Argentina. The only person convicted in the double
homicide was Enrique Arancibia Clavel, a former DINA agent who was tried and sentenced to life in
prison in Argentina in 2000 (see NotiSur, 1996-01-26, 1998-03-20, 2000-12-01).
In September 2002, the Santiago Appeals Court denied another petition from Judge Servini seeking
Pinochet's extradition for questioning regarding his role in the murders of Prats and his wife. The
Chilean courts had ruled in July 2001 that Pinochet was mentally unfit to stand trial in the case of the
1973 murder and disappearance of 75 political prisoners carried out by a special army unit called the
Caravan of Death (see NotiSur, 2001-07-12).
In December 2002, Servini asked that the five men now charged in Chile be extradited. The
Corte Suprema in Chile refused on the grounds that the men should be tried in Chile. After the
investigation was opened in Chile, Servini sent a complete dossier on the case to Judge Solis. Judge
Solis will likely ask Argentina for the deposition Servini took from Townley in 1999 in Washington,
DC. His testimony, in which he said he and Callejas planted the bomb, was made in exchange for
immunity from prosecution in Argentina.
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In excerpts from Townley's testimony published by the Chilean daily La Nacion, Townley quoted
Espinoza as saying that "Pinochet saw Prats as a dangerous man because he could lead, from exile,
a military uprising in southern Chile." Quezada has requested a copy of Townley's confession
contained in the deposition to Judge Servini. Human rights groups praise indictment The US-based
group Human Rights Watch (HRW) termed the indictment an important victory for justice. "This is
absolutely historic. This is about as high up as you can get without touching Pinochet himself," said
Sebastian Brett, with the HRW office in Chile.
Jose Miguel Vivanco, executive director of HRW/Americas division, said in a statement, "For
years, the Chilean courts did nothing to help their Argentine counterparts bring to justice those
responsible for this terrible crime. Now the Chilean authorities have shown they are willing to do
the job themselves." Quezada said he hoped the trial would lead to stiff sentences for the former
DINA members. He said he realized that the earlier Chilean court ruling regarding Pinochet would
prevent a sentence against the general even if his links to the Prats' assassination were proved. But,
he said, "from the moral and historical perspective," it is important to establish any responsibility.
Chilean President Ricardo Lagos said the decision to try the case in Chile shows the "nation is
able to move forward on this matter." Lagos said his family had a personal relationship with the
murdered general. "We knew Gen. Prats. My family considered ourselves friends of their family,
and they honored us with their affection." The legal arm of the Chilean government, the Consejo de
Defensa del Estado (CDE), indicated on March 4 that it might participate in the prosecution, which
would be the first direct Chilean state involvement in the case. Several public figures have called on
the CDE to participate, including Army commander Gen. Juan Emilio Cheyre and Justice Minister
Luis Bates. 
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